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Abstract 

Shashi Deshpande, one of the acclaimed women writers of this century, discusses 

themes such as women relationships, their survival and existence in a patriarchal society.She 

calls the attention of the readers by working and re-working on the relationships of women 

within a family.Women, their travails and existential predicaments form the core to her 

writings.The present paper is an attempt to analyse three women characters who are not 

always willing to  conform to the concept of the ‘ideal woman.They do move away from the 

archetype of the submissive woman by protesting against the patriarchal norms set by the 

myths or religions.The paper aims at studying the three selected stories  from the work, 

Collected Stories: Vol.1.  The three characters , being fed up with the social expectations go 

against the traditional examples and asserts their individuality and self respect.They follow 

the norms which are seemingly right in their perspectives and seek  identity in their own 

ways. 
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             Shashi Deshpande makes gender central to her writings.She explores the inner self of 

women in her narratives. Conforming to the ideal role of a mother, and wife, she dares to  cut 
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the new image of woman in her stories. While some of her woman characters are the 

‘pativrata' models,some do shift away from this ideal woman.She never scorns the patriarchal 

ideology,nor she foregrounds feminist ideology. Deshpande however characterises 

subservient women who are extremely willing to please the authoritative family figures.She 

also depicts the educated,uncompromising, and self-centered women. She treats the positive, 

as well as the negative side of Indian women. 

The specific cultural context of India demands a woman to willingly submit herself  to 

the patriarchal ideology and norms.It never expects a woman to go against it, rather it wants 

her to nourish the ideal role of a mother, wife and daughter. She is made the everpleasing 

rolemodel for the coming generations.She is expected of becoming  the epitome  of 

purity,loyalty,and fidelity when she is told the stories from The Puranas or such holy 

books.She is  an outcast when she does something against the existing norms or trends.Even 

women in our country will not support the women who break the silence.They are not willing 

to voice their ordeals. 

 In this paper I attempt to study three women characters from Deshpande’s short story 

collection, Collected Stories: Volume1.  They conform to the stereotypical role of a wife,by 

being obedient outwards but seem to break the ideal role by powerfully communicating their 

inner turbulences. The selected stories are ‘The First Lady', ‘The Intrusion’ and ‘An Antidote 

to Boredom’ respectively. There is an age gap between these three women characters.The 

younger one in ‘The Intrusion' outrightly dismisses the claim of her body by the new  

husband, the much elder one in ‘An Antidote to Boredom’who silently submits to the will of 

her husband gradually becomes rebellious and the older one in ‘The First Lady’is furthermore 

defiant  in her old age. They try to break  the stereotype by resisting their husbands when they 

claim their own identity. All of them decide to pronounce their rights. Thus there is a striking 

resemblance between these three women characters. 



IJELLH (International Journal of English Language, Literature in Humanities) Vol. 7, Issue 4, April 2019            622 

 

The concept of ideal woman stems from the notions communicated by the dominant 

religions in the world .According to Jasbir Jain, “Women are deprived of the central role in 

creation myths,for creation is perceived  as an act of willpower”.(Jain.13)The religious  

observations declare women's bodies  as inherently inferior  and sinful and therefore they 

should be controlled by men. History also foregrounds the concept  of chastity, obedience, 

sacrifice and subjection to male authority.Jasbir Jain explains: 

 “In Indian history, legends of Padmini,Panna Dai and Laxmi Bai are well known and 

are cited as examples of womanly courage, of rejection of self and  of abstinence. These have 

fed into the mystique of sati, projected as the brave, virtuous woman right up to the present 

day where  the courage of a Durga-like figure seems to inhabit the widows who willingly or 

unwillingly are led to immolation.”(Jain.15) 

However all the world religions venerate the feminine power to create life and the 

women who are being made as holy are the chaste and pure ones.All the other types are 

excluded or are considered as examples of the sinful. 

Deshpande reinterprets the concept  of the ideal by employing her three powerful 

women characters who deconstruct the patriarchal structures through their interrogation.The 

protagonist in “The First Lady” is an old woman who returns back to an ordinary life after 

leading an austere life with her Gandhian husband who is the  President of India.The story is 

told through the perspective of a woman who has been oppressed in the past but silently 

protests against the patriarchal rules and traditions.When the story opens the old lady is 

dressing herself for the independence day celebrations.She looks in the mirror and grieves for 

the loss of her youthful days.The realization of her loss helps her to shed her inhibitions.She 

despises the casual demeanour of the people who have gathered there and dislikes to go 

there.She is trying to say ‘no’ to the social constrictions  and traditions: 
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 I don’t want to go there, she thought with a touch of petulance. I don’t want to smile 

and fold my hands and mouth inanities to people I don’t care for. And who care nothing for 

me, either. Only for what I am. I wish I was sitting in my own room, with my feet tucked 

under me, and my bra, that is constricting me so off, my petticoat strings loosened, my false 

teeth out.[9] 

The old lady is critical of the narrow mindedness of the power structured world when 

she asserts her right to enjoy her own comforts too.She wishes that by returning back to her 

first life style, she can pay for the lost comforts.She is gradually gaining freedom as the 

consciousness of her own identity grows in her.She recalls how her husband’s celibacy 

evoked in her a longing for a youngman’s touch and physical union once.The feminist in her 

regrets for having sent the youngman away and overtly admits that she has an urge for him 

even in her old age. 

After forty years of submission she is turning modern.Her dressing , speech,  and 

attitude are that of a liberated woman.She dares to question her husband.She crosses the 

sound barrier,which the traditional society has built around her.She is also conscious of her 

position as first lady.Her status as the first lady enables her to break the bondage of silence 

and submission.The old lady becomes the ‘real woman’ , with her own wishes, wants and 

desires.She voices the real women who  silently protest against male domination.The old 

woman is no longer prepared to accept the definition given to her by the patriarchal order.She 

seeks new definitions and hence forming a new identity according to how she views herself.  

In Indian society, women are compelled to sacrifice their desires and wants.They are 

supposed to subsume their needs in the needs of their husbands.For Indians, marriage  gives 

claim over the rights of their wives,especially the right over the body. It is the means by 

which control is exerted by the patriarchal world.Often  the women are forced to give up their 

likes and dislikes.By controlling  the female power the male exerts authority and dominance.                                                                                                                                              
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In “Intrusion” Deshpande presents a newly married young lady ,whose identity is 

thwarted by her selfish husband,whom she  thinks as an intruder.The young lady is not given 

a name as she stands for ‘every women’.As it is the custom of an Indian family her marriage 

is decided by her parents without her consent.She seems to escape her husband’s sexual urge 

as she feels no bond of love between them.She diverts her way from the ‘ideal’ when she 

questions her husband’s right over her body.The protagonist is not conforming to the ideal, 

submissive, non-questioning way of  a traditional Indian wife. She finds it almost disgusting 

to see herself ‘with a strange man in a strange room’.(205)She further avoids him and wants 

to have the sweet memories of her home: I wish I was back home.(202) 

The protagonist of the story wants to escape the company of her husband as she 

realizes that there develops no bondage between them.She wonders how she can expose the 

mysteries of her bodies to him; “But how can I, with a man I scarcely know?It’s not fair,I 

thought angrily.It’s indecent.He should have given me some time.”(207) Regardless of her 

emotions the husband whose only wish is to have sex with her, executes his will.  

 Indian woman is seen as a possession of her husband once the marriage is over. The 

husband waits till the day he could enjoy her body.If this does not happen he becomes 

restless. The woman is reduced to the position of an object when her needs and wishes are not 

taken care of.The new bride of our story is thus an objectified victim when her husband uses 

her body without her consent: “And then I woke up to realize that the sound of the sea was 

real, but I was on a bed, not on a beach.And it  was not the sea that was pounding my body 

but he, my husband,who was forcing his body on mine.”(208).However, she breaks the norm 

of the ideal wife, when she decides to articulate her pain and assert her right over her over her 

body; “At last, mercifully, it was over, my body having helped him by some strange instinct 

beyond and outside me.And the cry I gave was not for the physical pain,but for the intrusion 

into my privacy, the violation of my right to myself.”(208) 
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Indian mythology highlights women who are  extremely loyal in their relationships 

with their husbands.Sita and Savitri are embodiments of purity and fidelity.Thus, marital 

fidelity, for Indian women, is an accepted traditional value.A woman has to sacrifice her 

entire life engaging in taking care of her partner and looking after her children.Deshpande 

portrays a woman who wants to break this ‘model’norm of a wife in her story, “An Antidote 

to Boredom”.It is about a bored housewife who looks for  some colour and meaning in her 

otherwise routine existence.The protagonist in the story becomes an alienated woman when 

her husband follows a workaholic life.Her extreme lonliness makes seek a relationship 

outside the marital bond. 

 The husband leaves for office in the morning and returns back with the casual 

enquiries and nothing more than that. The protagonist pronounces her mental agony when she 

is fed up with the routine enquires; “One day, I often told myself,I would reply, ‘Toads and 

mice for tea today.’And what would he do then?Give me a startled look?”(53)Her 

wishes,fears ,and interests are never addressed by the husband. For him, she is the tool to 

make his world happy. At times she craves for his love and affection.At other times she is 

aware of the mechanical relationship that exists between them; “If only my husband had been 

more demonstrative of his affection, I often thought…But what if there is no affection at 

all,the only things holding us together being habit and a child?”(56) 

The protagonist wants her needs to be fulfilled.She gives the reason for hating her 

husband as she “felt in him an incapacity to receive”(58) She does not blame him but 

considers    him as only unperceptive and dull.She states, “And dullness is to me an 

unforgivable crime.”(58)She is able to create a space of her own in the new relationship  

which leads to enjoyment  and the affair with the widower serves as an antidote to 

boredom.This keeps her life moving fills an enthusiasm until she hears, ‘Any letters? Rahul 

home? What’s for tea?’(58) The estrangement with her husband makes her think the 
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meaninglessness of love and for her, it “remained a skelton in the cupboard”(59)In the end, 

though she feels guilty for the affair,she treasures it as ‘the best part of her life’. (61)The 

story ends on her decision to go back to her normal way of life. 

                             

Deshpande’s writings are evocative of the frustrated lives of women within the 

domestic space and about women go on resisting it.They undo the concept of the ideal 

woman by exposing their naked self. All of the three characters are gradually replacing the 

archetypal role of the self-effacing woman with the self-articulating powerful woman.Her 

characters are increasingly aware of their rights, self respect and identity. . Her women 

characters though gradually conform to their strained worlds, they do assert their 

individuality by powerfully communicating their inner psyche – the world of unfulfilled 

wishes, daring thoughts and dreams for new a domestic space 
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